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Ask me anything 
Author's Notes: 
Snapshots of Axl and Izzy's life, through Let's break the walls and after. | had to do this. 


This is so sappy, but | love this universe and | think I'll keep adding to it :) 


WARNINGS for domestic abuse, child abuse, drug addiction, suicidal thoughts, self harm, Izzy and Axl's co- 
dependant relationship and a lot--A LOT--of sap. 


|, 2 and 3 are before Let's break the walls, 4, 5 and +I are after. 


Billy Bailey hates school. He hates it with a passion. He hates it hates it hates it. 


He hates it through all the times his mother's told him that hatred is poison and good boys don't hate. He 


hates it anyway, every second he spends there sitting still and listening and pretending square roots matter, 


when he has to pull his too-short sleeves over his wrists to hide the bruises his father put there. 


When the bell finally rings, piercing through the air, he rises from his seat and runs outside, runs so fast he's 


the first one out of the school. 


Its not a very nice day outside, but its beautiful if you're nine years old and have been made to seat still and 


frightened for too long, and running makes him feel so safe-- 


"Billy, wait!" Jeff calls from behind him, and Billy turns around to see his new friend huffing and puffing as he 
finally catches up. 


Billy blinks, and realizes he made it three blocks away from the school building already. He hadn't noticed. 
"You run really fast," Jeff says, grinning at him. 


Billy doesn't know what to say, so he says nothing. He doesn't really know how to deal with Jeff, not when he 
says things like you have a pretty voice or you run really fast and he says it all like they're good things. 


(Even the way he says Billy's name, breathless and always on the edge of a smile, lke he's a good thing when he 


knows he's not he's not he's not--) 
‘| wanna show you something" Jeff says, already scurrying off, like he knows Billy will follow. 


And Billy follows him, because he likes Jeff. 
Jeff doesn't run very fast, like him or other boys, and he doesn't like playing hide and seek or any other game, 
really. But he does the best make-believe, coming up with incredible adventures for them to embark on 


together, and he's almost never mean. 
Billy likes that about him the most. 


He follows Jeff across town, down the streets and passing every store and house he knows and a few he 


doesn't know, and the weather is getting steadily worse, but his day is getting steadily better. 


"Hm. Jeff?" Billy asks, when they are five blocks from his father's church, where he should be right now 


"Where are we going? Your mom got mad last time you wandered so far" 


He doesn't say that his father will be mad at him for being late, because by now he already knows his father 
will get mad at him wether he does something wrong or not. But he likes Mrs, Isbell, and he doesn't like it when 
she'd mad. 


Jeff's smile is sweet when he turns to answer. "Not far, Billy. Just - here." And he turns into an alley next to 


a general store Billy has never been to before. 


The alley is a pretty nice one, and Billy knows about alleys. 


There aren't that many alleys in the town, and he'd thought he'd seen them all and that he had used them all 


as safe hiding spots to go to when he just couldn't take it anymore. 


(He cant help but think that this new little hidden place is a gift from Jeff, a new safe place for him, and his heart 
aches a little because Jeff keeps giving him gifts and there's nothing Billy can give him back) 


It's a dead end, so there is nobody else in it, and there aren't too many trash cans and they aren't too stinky. 
Sunlight shines in between the clouds up above, so it isn't even dark And there, at the very back of the alley, 


is a treasure for real: an empty wooden crate, almost big enough for Billy to stand up in, and longer than Jeff 


is tall. 

"Wow," Billy says as he walks around the crate to admire it. "How'd you know it was here?" 

Jeff is puffed up, he looks so proud. He pushes past Billy (and Billy holds his breath for a second when they 
touch and no bad things happen) to show him how one end has been partly levered off, and could make a door, 
if you were careful about the nails. 


I's dry inside, and little stripes of light show between the wooden slats. 


"Heard Ma talking to Mrs. O'Brien next door. Said the general store had one of those cold cabinets for sale. Said 
they came in a real big box." He pats the side of the box. "Wanna climb in, see what she can do?" 


Well, sure Billy wants to know what happens next. Jeff holds the door open for him, and he climbs in carefully. 
No tearing school clothes, not if he can help it, not after last time. 


Inside, the crate is perfect - just the right size for let's pretend. This is what Jeff is best at, and Billy is 
always amazed the other boys aren't jostling to play with him. Nobody else dreams up hovering cars, or boats 


that fly, or trains that go a hundred miles an hour through snowy mountain peaks. 


(He also wonders why Jeff chooses him out of all people to share these games with, why he wants Billy to have 


all these nice memories when he can never give anything back) 
Billy settles back and waits to find out what it will be today. 


But once the door closes, it goes dark and still inside the crate, and the sounds of the street seem far away. 
They just sit for a minute, their breathing noisy in the little space. 


The quiet reminds Billy of church, somehow. Of the nice moments, when his father is being nice and even 
smiles at him when he catches his eye. It is comforting, being here with Jeff. 


Jeff shuffles around so they are face to face, his expression solemn. "You should marry me, Billy." 


"What?" this isn't the kind of game they usually play. 


"You should marry me." Jeff says again, nodding seriously. "My mom said that marriage is the purest form of 


love, and | love you more than anybody. Well, besides my ma and my dad. So we should get married." 
Billy's eyes are wide on his face, and he's sure he must look silly gaping at Jeff, but--Jeff loves him? 
(Fs a game, its just a game. Why would he ever love you?) 


He says it like the thinking is obvious, but Billy isn't so sure. He's never heard of a boy that is married to 
another boy before. He thinks that isn't quite what Mrs. Isbell meant. 


But this is Jeff, and Billy can never tell Jeff no, not really. Not when that's the only thing he can give him. 
"Ok" Billy says ". We'll get married’ 


Jeff just nods, because of course they will. He tilts his face up and closes his eyes, and his mouth purses like 
it always does when he's thinking. Sometimes it takes a while, but Billy waits, because Jeff is always worth 


waiting for. 


Soon enough, Jeff's eyes go wide and his face breaks into the brightest smile - his whole tiny body gets 
bigger with it somehow. 


He takes a deep breath, says "Okay, it's like this." and just like that they are off on another adventure. 


Billy's house frightens Jeff. It always has. It looms in front of him like a dragon, like something wicked and 


mean, mainly because it looks so normal. It's just a normal house, a pretty house even, 


There is something about the contrast of the utter normalness of the house outside, with it's white boards 
and blue shutters, and the horrors he knows go on inside that make the place seem haunted by the very 


people that live in it. 


Ever since the kiss he never thinks about, the night when Billy showed up in his house covered in bruises and 
blood and shaking with impotence, Jeffs been having problems letting Billy go every time they separate. It's not 
the same, now, not now that he knows what Billy goes back to. 


There's noise coming from inside. Screams. Mr. and Mrs. Bailey are fighting, yelling at each other viciously, and 
Jeff has a hard time imagining taciturn, skittish Mrs. Bailey screaming at anyone with such anger, not when 
she always looks like the only thing she can feel is fear. 


He knows that Billy is in there somewhere, maybe in his room holding his siblings close, or maybe watching his 
parents with vacant eyes, his spirit gone to that place he goes to when he can't stand the world anymore. He 
hopes that's not it, because nothing in this world scares Jeff more than those moments when Billy dissapears 


and leaves behind nothing but an empty, Billy-shaped exoskeleton where he used to be. 


(Thats not true. He fears other things more. He fears the cuts he can see on Billy's arms when his sleeves fall 
back. He fears the way sometimes his eyes are sunken with hopelessness. Most of all, he fears the memory of 
prying a razor from Billy's numb fingers and wiping blood away from his skin, fears the day when Billy Bailey will 
look around himself and decide he's finally had enough) 


He wants to knock on the door, wants to see if Billy is ok He's not afraid, not of these people and certainly not 
for himself, but is afraid for Billy. He's afraid that by trying to take him away from this he'll only make it 


worse for him. 


He stays there, agonizing over whether to knock or not, until the door opens and the choice is taken from his 


hands. 


Billy looks jittery and pale, and he's shaking a little, so concentrated in making an escape that he collides with 
Jeff, who's just standing there on the porch like a moron 


Jeff grabs for him to keep them both steady, wraps an arm around his thin waist, and Billy looks at him with 
wide ocean eyes filled with shock 


Jeff blinks at him, at his beautiful face with the beautiful eyes and the perfect eyelashes, the face he loves 
so much he can't breathe sometimes, and wishes he were older and bigger and stronger, able to keep the 


tears he can see on the edges of his angel's eyes away. 


There's a noise then, comig from inside the house, a resounding slap of skin against skin, glass shattering and a 


body hitting the ground with a yelp and a thump that makes Jeff's blood run cold. 


Billy's face crumbles and he throws himself at Jeff, grasping at him and holding on for dear life as he buries 
his face on the place where Jeffs shoulder meets his neck. Inside the house, everything is quiet. 


He can feel Billy's eyelashes fluttering against his skin like the wings of butterflies, but Billy doesn't cry. Jeff is 
having a hard time not crying himself, trying to keep the image of Mrs. Bailey hitting the floor like dead meat 


away from his mind's eye. Sometimes having a powerful imagination is a terrible thing. 


He doesn't really like Mrs. Bailey. He hates her a little bit, to be honest, because of the things she allows to 
happen in her house, and for not noticing that Billy needs her still. 

The only thing that endears her to him is that her puzzled frown is exactly like her son's, the shape of their 
faces exact copies, but still. no one should be treated like that. Especially not someone Billy loves. 


‘Marry me, Jeff, and take me away from all this" Billy says, warm breath smothered against the skin of Jeff's 


neck. 

His voice is even, and he's aiming for a joke to try and not break apart in Jeff's arms, here in the front porch 
of his house, but Jeff holds his breath, his whole body sttifening- his mind a whirl of wanting, shock and 
confusion and yes, of course, if only - 

Billy peels himself away from Jeff's body, but doesn't relinquish his hold on Jeff's shirt, and looks at him, his 
eyes too bright even as he gives him that winning, lopsided movie-star smile that always makes Jeffs heart 
thump harder against his ribcage. 

"Well? What do you say?" 

The laugh leaves Jeff like he's been punched "I'm not that easy, Bailey" 


Billy raises an eyebrow, fingers tightening on Jeff's shirt and making Jeffs head swim "That's not what | 
heard" 


Jeff sighs dramatically, placing a hand over Billy's and pressing it flat against his heart "Fine. You got me. l'm 
absolutely yours" 


Billy's breath hitches and his face heats up, but the darkness leaves his eyes and he shoves Jeff aside to 


make his way down the steps. 
"Jerk" 


"But my darling!" Jeff calls with a grin, chasing after him “I'm yours! Till the stars fall from th sky and the 
rivers all run dry and all that shit!" 


Billy laughs when he reaches the street "You're really bad at this, no wonder you're still single" 

‘Im single because l'm waiting for your ass" Jeff says ". But a man can only wait so long, | tell you--" 

"What about the stars and the rivers and all that shit?" 

“That's just poetry, man, completely impractical--" 

The conversation falls into an old, comfortable rhythm as they make the way down the street, speaking loudly 
and boldly and not caring that people wake up from their sleep and tell them to be quiet. They just talk louder, 
because when they're together the world fades away and it's just the two of them, mapping out their dreams 


in make belief as they used to do when they were children 


This town isn't home, but Billy is. 


Someday, they'll leave here. They'll leave this bleak town and Billy will live in a place where he won't have to be 
afraid, a place where he won't be hurt and he won't cry and he won't cut himself and he will be happy. 


And Jeff will be there and life will be great. And if he's still too young and too small and too useless to save 
Billy from all the pain, well--it doesn't hurt to pretend for a while. 


When he meets Gina, he's hooked in a second by the sound of her voice. 


She's a friend of Chris’, but she's different from his other friends. She's not a drug dealer, and she doesn't 
use, and she comes to the clubs for the music, not to get high or drunk or laid, and she's smart and sweet 


and her voice sounds like the chirping of a sweet bird 
Axl is willing to bet she sings like an angel, and he makes her seat next to him just to hear more of her voice. 


"Axl and Gina, sitting in a tree, K-l-S-S-I-N-G. First comes love, then comes marriage." Chris starts singing, 
joined in seconds by Gina's friends. 


Gina rolls her eyes and Axl is in such great mood that he laughs, elated when Gina starts singing just to make 
the others shut up. She really has a beautiful voice. 


The only one who doesn't sing is Izzy, and Axl turns to him to find him frowning at the table, the way he 
frowns when he's trying very hard not to break something. He hasn't broken up with his current girlfriend, as 


far as Axl knows, so the only reason why he'd be acting weird would be that he's craving for a fix. 

Axl hates it when Izzy gets like that. He hates the way his shoulders slump and his eyes darken, the golden 
flecks in them nearly disappearing, and he doesn't understand why he does these things to himself. He doesn't 
understand why Izzy dates all those girls (and that one bastard) who break his heart, and he doesn't 
understand why he uses that shit to keep himself moving. 

He doesn't get it and he hates that he can't fix it and he hates Izzy and he hates himself. 

But he's in a good mood, and maybe he can fix this. 


"Nah, Gina's too good for the likes of me, aren't you, Gina?" Axl says, glancing at her on his other side. 


Gina's smile seems to indicate that she is very much not. If Axl chooses to ignore the way Izzy glares at her 


morosely, well--that's his right. 


"In fact, no girl'd give me the time of day, if she knew any better. I'm gonna have to settle for Izzy here, he's 
the only one who'd take me." he says, throwing an arm over Izzy's bony shoulders and startling him out of his 
dark mood. The others laugh, and Axl smiles at the perplexed look on Izzy's face "What do ya say, Stradlin? Will 
you marry me, and save me from a life of bitter loneliness?" 

He puts his hand on his heart and swoons theatrically. 

Izzy sighs, but he grins lopsidedly. Axl's heart stutters, and thets another thing he choses to ignore. 


"If it'll save some poor upstanding woman, | guess I'd better." 


The others laugh and drop the subject, and Axl curls his arm further around Izzy's shoulders to pull him 


closer "You ok?" 
‘Im fine, mom" Izzy says,but the old joke is strained. 


His eyes are hollowed out and blood shot and Axl knows that if he were to pull his sleeves up, he'd find the 


tell-tale track marks on the pale skin of Izzy's arms. 
(Talk to me talk to me why are you doing this | love you I love you dont de) 
"You gotta be careful, Izz. You're supposed to save me from a life of bitter loneliness, remember?" 


Is supposed to be a joke, but Izzy's breath catches in his throat, and neither of them are smiling now. 


Outside, the world is deep into night, cold and still. It is a churlish kind of cold, deep and bone-aching, without 
even the scent of snow to ease the insult. Outside, no one moves that doesn't have to. A whole city of souls 


lies silent in slumber, waiting on morning. 


Inside - well, inside is cold, too. Thin walls give scant protection against the chill, and frigid curlicues of air slip 
through gaps around every window and door of the hotel. The best that can be said is that the cold lies down 
the smell of New York city some. 


Nights like this, it's useless to pretend at propriety. Lying alone in bed cloaked in righteousness does absolutely 
nothing to keep a body warm, 


They've become accustomed to California, and the sweet warmth of the weather, and the barren cold of 


winter in this city chills them to the bone. The hotel is not precisely luxurious, because sure they're kinda 


famous now but their bank accounts haven't caught up yet, and it's fucking cold. 
Which is why, if anyone cares to ask, Izzy and Axl are both lying in Axl's bed. 


It seems innocent enough, unless you were there to hear the gasps and choked-off moans, to hear the way 


Izzy says Axl's name, frantic and overwhelmed. 


If you knew the kind of sounds that come from Axl's mouth in the heat of passion--that beautiful mouth that 
drives him crazy, wild, frantic - it is profane, like the entirety of their lives, devoted to drugs and booze and 


this hedonistic romance that's made it so any love Izzy ever feels pales in bitter comparison. 
Lush lips. Soft. Softer than sin, and that tongue, hotter than hell - 


Except that here - here, hidden under the blankets, their shared breaths and body heat making an island of 


warmth in all the cold - Izzy's mind takes a turn for the sacred. 


It's the dim light that does it, filtered multicolored through patchwork quilts, a two-cent version of the stained 
glass little Jeff used to admire every time he visited the church to hear Billy Bailey sing. 


It is the way the blankets tent overhead, like their own private cathedral. Axl himself, too: Izzy traces his ribs 
with gentle fingers and is reminded forcibly of architecture, a fragile scaffold of bones that build up something 


great. An angel of marble and ivory, perfect and his. 


‘For you, love.. its lke a-a religion. Its fucking terrifying" Axl told him as they drank coffee in their little kitchen, 


a lifetime ago it seems. As usual, his angel was right. 
Izzy would make a litany of praise, if Axl would let him. 


He'd press his mouth to all of Axl's skin in pilgrimage, coax out that call and response the best way he knows 
how. 


With my body, | thee worshp, that is the line, but Axl is stubborn and shy, not about his body but about Izzy's 


feelings for him; so Izzy keeps to plainsong. 

lzzy smiles, jokes and flirts, but in the secret spaces of his heart Izzy is perfectly devout. 

(Axl knows he loves him now, and he knows that Axl loves him. Even if he never says if, even if he still digs his 
fingers to his palms and cries bitterly on lzzy’s shoulder and apologizes, fucking apologizes, for not being enough, its 
plain in the feel of Axl undereath him, in the look in his eye, in the vortex of his smile, in the trust he puts in the 
knowledge that zy won't hurt him) 


And how could he not be devout, when he holds the sun in his arms? 


Their hands are clasped, Izzy's left in Axl's right, fingers intertwined. lzzy thinks of the old kids’ rhyme, this is 
the church, this is the steeple.. 


Their skin is starting to get sticky, and their lips are stained with kissing rather than with wine, and Axl's 


moans sure do sound filthy sweet, but Izzy thinks it a sacrament all the same. 


Afterwards, they lie in a tangle of limbs and Izzy allows himself to drink Axl in in, to memorize the planes of 


his face like he's done countless times before, and he can't believe he's lucky enough to have Axl like this. 
(zzy doesn't believe in fate, he doesnt beleve in destiny, doesn’t believe in god What happens happens, and life 
goes on. But sometimes he finds himself caught in Axis hands, his arms, his eyes, and he knows, with the kind of 
certainty only the faithful have, that he was made for this. Made for him) 

Axl is drifting off. 

"Hey, Axl," Izzy breathes, bare inches away. 


Axl blinks his eyes open, slowly, and Izzy imagines the ocean pouring out. "What?" 


‘Marry me." Izzy knows he is smiling, that soft, close smile no one else ever gets to see, but by God he means 


it. 


Axl's gaze sharpens on his in the gloom. He doesn't say no, though, and Izzy loves him all the more for it. "You 


know we can't, |zz" 
Izzy squeezes their fingers tighter, brings his free hand up to cradle Axl's face. He puts his thumb on Axt's lip 
and feels warm breath puffing over it. "Nobody'd have to know. Just us. We don't need any church or priest to 


make it real. You're for me and I'm for you. Thats all." 


Axl's golden red lashes sweep down as he closes his eyes to think. It doesn't take more than a second or two 


before he finds Izzy's gaze again. His lips press around Izzy's thumb in a soft, damp kiss. 
"Yeah, okay." 

"Okay?" 

"rll marry you. You're for me and l'm for you. Okay." 


They are both smiling that soft, secret smile now, staring at each other in their patchwork chapel until the 
light fails or they fall asleep, who knows which. 


| try and feel the sunshine 
You bring the rain-- 


“That's it, then?" Izzy asks, sounding like he's trying very hard to hold on to his anger but mostly sounding 
tired "I'll just go. Walk away. And you'll do nothing” 


Axl closes his eyes. He feels a strange pressure behind them, but he knows he won't cry. He's all out of tears 


by now. 

"If that's what you want" he says, and his voice doesn't waver. It doesn't really make him proud 

Izzy snorts like he can't believe what he's hearing. "Motherfucker" 

Axl glares at him. Glares at him and hates him. 

Hates his hippie clothes and his weird hair and his clear eyes and the fact that he came here to tell him he 
was leaving the band for good because he's moving in with his wife, and now he has the gall to make Axl feel 


like he's the one who did wrong. 


He's the only bastard in the world who could do something nasty to somebody and make them feel bad about 
it. 


‘ts lke a superpower. Kinda like a gifi, but fucked up and a little pathetic. Its the puppy eyes, probably" he told 


Izzy once, feeling resigned and tired and sad, and it's been ten years and he still feels the same. 


"You asked me to leave you alone" Axl says, feeling the sting of those words still, months after they were 
spoken. 


You try and hold me down 
With your complaints 


He looks at his hands, nails bitten and bleeding, because if he looks up at Izzy now--he doesn't know what will 
happen. Well, he has an idea of what will happen. But he doesn't want to know if he's right. 


"That's what you said’ he says through gritted teeth, picking at the scabs on the tips of his fingers until he 
gets them bleeding again and some of the pressure dispels ", Lay off, Axl. | need time to think, Axl Im trying to 
stay sober, Axl Im getting married, Axl Im off to my honeymoon, Axl Awesome. Go. Great" 


Izzy makes a choked off noise, but Axl still doesn’t look up at him. 


"If that's what you want" Axl repeats. 


"Bullshit" Izzy spits out, louder like he's trying to force Axl's eyes up with the sound of his voice ". You've 
never laid off me once in your life, and you're starting now?" 


"You asked me tol" Axl yells, standing up and finally looking at Izzy. He can't see the stupid golden flecks in his 
hazel eyes from here. 


Izzy laughs like a stab to the heart. 

"You never do what | ask youl" and this is a screaming match now. 

They've had plenty of these in their life together, but this one feels like the ones his parents used to have, 
the ones that ended in tears and blood every time his mom tried to stand up to that man. He wonders who's 
standing up to who here, and he abandons the comparison with horror when he realizes he's his father in that 
scenario. 

Well, there's blood in his hands, but he won't cry. He's too fucking angry for that. 

"You said | was driving you crazy. That / was k--killing you. You said that. So yeah, | laid off" he screams, 

Izzy sounded so mad when he said it too. Mad in a tired way, nothing like the vibrating, pulsing anger that rolls 
off him right now. Mad at Axl like he used to be back when he thought he was stuck in love with him and he 
tried to drown himself in heroin to get through the days. 


And Axl was so scared that they were going back to those days that he just nodded and left, and he asked no 
questions, and he didn't call 


(Stupid stupid stupid, you're smothering him again and now he knows, he knows what you are and what you do and 
he'll drop you, lke he should have so fucking long ago and you'll deserve it, because you're killing him) 


He's being perfectly sensible, isn't he? He can't remember the last time he was perfectly sensible, but it's 
easy being perfectly sensible when he's with Izzy. 


Izzy let's his imagination run so wild, his hopes and dreams eat the landscape he sees. 
Axl is not like that. He's always prided himself in telling the truth, and that's what he does, even if he knows 


itll leave him bitter and bleeding, and that fucking song keeps playing on and on in his head and he fucking hates 
it hates it hates if. 


"I told you | want you to be happy. So fuck off and be happy if | make you so fucking sad" he says, and he has 
to look away from Izzy's eyes because he feels like he's slipping away, and silence is creeping at the edges of 


his consciousness". What the fuck do you want from me, Izzy?" 


(What do you want that you haven't taken already?) 


‘| want you to fight for this" Izzy says, baring his teeth ". You always fight when you think something is worth 


it, and you never fought for this, not once!" 


It feels like a punch in the face, and he can feel himself slowly leaving his body, tuning Izzy's voice out like he 


used to do with his father and-- 

MF lzzy knew of all the times he's locked himself in the bathroom with bottle full of pills or a razor in his hand, 
shaking and pondering the pros and cons of just giving up he wouldn't acuse him of not fighting, not when he's so 
fired, so fucking tired of fighting already. But he cant tell that fo lzzy, because he makes Izzy cry too much as it 
is-- 


‘lm fucked up" he told Izzy once, and Izzy shrugged. 


"Baby, what's new?" he said, and everything had been right in the world. But that was then. This is now, and 


now Izzy's saying-- 
"--and | want-- | need you to--tell me that you love me--" 
"What if | cant love you back?" Axl asked once. 


Izzy's pained but determined face is branded in his memory ‘/ can live with that. You're here. That's good enough 


for me." 
Clearly, it's not enough anymore. 

"You said you didn't need that" Axl says quietly, because he still can't say it 

Izzy looks a little bit like he hates himself, but that doesnt stop him from telling the truth 
"Apparently, | do" 

You can have anything, everything HI serve any God pay any price-- 


But Izzy doesn't want all that. He just wants one thing. Tiny and real, and it's lodged in Axl's chest like a piece 
of glass that's making him bleed internally. 


‘| can't give you that" 
Izzy looks gutted, and closes his eyes. 


"Fuck," he breathes out " Fuck, Axl" 


He looks at Izzy and tries to make him understand, but Izzy's eyes are closed, and he remembers why he 


didn't want to look at Izzy in the first place. 


Izzy is right, Axl is killing him. He has to leave now, abandon ship before it's too late. He's been away for a few 
months and he looked so much better already, so much healthier and happier. 


That was until Axl took his soul and ground it under his heel, and now he looks terrible again 


Its better like this. This is the way it should have been from the beginning. He's poison, just like his father 


used to say, and now Izzy knows. 

Axl drops back on the couch and stares at his hands, and waits for the front door to slam closed. 

"Marry me" Izzy blurts out. 

Axl blinks at the blood on his hands "What?" 

Izzy is suddenly right there, straddling him on the couch and kissing him desperate and this is oddly 
reminiscent of another time, long ago. He kissed Izzy and then he'd gone away, and had he been a better person 
he would have stayed gone. 


‘Marry me, come on’ Izzy repeats against Axl's lips, his hands burning on the sides of Axl's face. 


He has a beard now. He threw away his straight razor the last time he caught himself trying to slash his 
wrists, and he's been carving his skin with his nails since. No sharp objects. Isn't that fucking progress? 


Izzy's still talking. 


"No--no priests, no church, no nothing. You're for me and l'm for you, remember?" Izzy says, kissing him 


again and again like he can make Axl better like that, like he can love him into being normal "Axl?" 


Axl loves Izzy's eyes. He can see the flecks of gold in them this close, and he's absurdly sad that he never got 
around to counting them all. 


"You're just saying that because you're afraid to leave me alone" Axl listens to himself say. He's floating right 


now, caught in the golden flecks in Izzy's eyes. The ones he'll never get to count.. ". You want to leave" 


It doesn't even hurt to say it anymore. He's finally nailing this zen shit, and all he needed to do was thrash all 
his furniture and throw it in the pool. 


His face feels wet. Izzy's crying, Axl registers. 


Blood and tears. Just like mom and dad. 


| can't--| can't live without you" Izzy gasps, raising Axl's hands to his lips ". Without these hands and--and 


your arms and your voice and your eyes, Axe | can't--" he sobs, pressing his face to Axl's neck. 


‘lm your angel. You put me up there in some fucking pedestal and you think Hi save you. But I cant. | can’t even 
save myself" 


Has it really been ten years since he said that? It feels like yesterday. Ten years, and it's still true. Ten years, 
and he's still the useless, hopeless nothing that makes Izzy cry and hate himself. Ten years, and the walls are 


still there, huge and imposing, and he can't make them fall for the life of him. 


But maybe that's a good thing. Maybe it's better like this. If Izzy's far away, Axl can't hurt him. Can't make 
him cry, like he's doing right now. 


If Izzy's on the other side of the wall, Axl can’t kill him, like he's doing right now. 
It feels weird to be the one thats not dying. Must be because he's already dead. 
‘Marry me" lzzy begs in a broken whisper. 

| hope you hate me for this 

"No." Axl says "You already married her" 

Izzy stills in Axls arms, and he knows that was a low blow, but it did the trick. 


He doesn't even hate her. She looks nice. She's nice to Izzy. She makes him happy. Happy in a way Axl can never 


make him. It's better like this. 


In the end, when Izzy leaves, Axl doesn't feel much more than tiredness, mainly because he sits where lzzy 
left him and gazes at nothing, his mind engulfed in frightening, peaceful silence. 


Except for that fucking song. 


+l 
"That song sucks" Axl proclaims, looking at him from where he's leaning on the door. Izzy doesn't stop playing. 
"I wrote it, you know" he says without missing a beat. 


"I know, because it's a piece of shit" Axl says, walking into the room on light feet but keeping sullen distance 


between them ",and so are you" 
Izzy looks at his sullen face and smiles. 


Its a reflex at this point in his life--just as he always says "bless you" when someone sneezes and winces at 
Dj music, or whatever the fuck it's called, he smiles whenever he sees Axl Rose's face. 


"You're not still mad about me bringing Slash here without telling you, are you?" 
Axl glares "Traitor" 
"Aw, come onl" Izzy says, grinning "You had to talk to him someday" 


"In neutral ground! Not in my house" Axl whines, and he sounds eighteen again ". He already had the puppy eyes 
on when | got here, for fuck's sake. | didn't even stand a chance!" 


"And it was a good thing" Izzy points out. 


They caught Axl with his guard down, and that made a potentially catastrophic evening end in a friendly 


jamming session and promises to keep in touch instead of ugly murder. Axl can't deny that. 


"Still" Axl says, walking closer and regarding him out of the corner of his eye, much like an angry cat ". Fuck 


you 
Izzy rests his guitar on his lap and crosses his arms over his chest. 


"Hey, my idea was for him to drop by unexpectedly while we were both here. It's not my fault you left at the 


ass crack of dawn and didn't even wake me up" 

"You like sleeping late" 

“Still, a note would have been nice" he's aware that he's pouting, but he doesn't care. The idea is to make Axl 
laugh so that he'll stop being pissed at him, and he has no shame when it comes to that ". We are old now, 
you know? What if you go out and then forget how to come back? How will | pick you up if | don't know where 
you are, huh?" 

"You could learn how to use that cell phone | gave you" Axl points out". And we're not that old, 122" 

Izzy shrugs "| don't believe in cellphones" 


"| don't believe in morons, and yet | seem to be living with one" 


"Well, you did take me in Who's the real moron?" Izzy asks, and Axl laughs, shaking his head. Mission 


accomplished. 
Still, Axl hovers far away from him, so Izzy takes a stab in the dark. 
"Where were you?" 


Axl startles a little, and compounds the cat comparison by scooting closer, dropping some small gift onto Izzy's 
guitar. He retreats just as fast, and then hovers barely out of reach at the end of the couch. 


Izzy blinks, bemused. When he glances down, though, the thing on his guitar is not a dead mouse but a small 


square wooden box. 

The world freezes, and for a lg moment Izzy doesn't breathe. 

Izzy touches it, gently with one finger, as if to make sure it's real. "Axe?" 
Axl hunches his shoulders. "It's legal now, you know" 


"Yeah." Izzy lets out a long breath. His fingers are trembling "It is. Isn't that something.” He holds out a hand, 


coaxing. "Come sit with me?" 

Axl sidles around the end of the couch and sits next to Izzy, perched as if he might have to run away at any 
moment. Izzy just scoots closer, though, and takes Axl's hand in his. 

Its a tender point of contact, but they both know after all these years that Izzy is ready to jump to his feet 
and tackle him if Axl dares leave in any such a situation He hasn't done it in a while, not since they decided to 


give this thing between them a shot again, but old habits and all that. 


With the other hand, he flips the lid off the box to reveal a pair of simple gold rings, shining and perfect in 


their velvet nest. 


Izzy grins so wide he fears his face might split open. But Axl is still serious, still tense. 


"You like it? They had some real fancy ones." He frowns at the plain band, doubtful. 


Axl thirty years ago would have given him something with diamonds and pearls, and Izzy would have given him 


some antique thing done in the copper tones of his hair, possibly with the carved wings of an angel on them. 
Well, they have both changed, and this-- 

"No, it's perfect." 

"Try it on?" Axl suggests. "Or - Unless you don't want -" he begins to pull away, face averted. 


"Axl" Izzy uses their intertwined hands to pull Axl back, and leaned until he could catch Axl's ocean eyes. "Of 


course | want. Of course | do, but don't you think it's too soon? We've been dating for six months" 


He wants to say yes. Wants to so much he's trembling with it, but he knows that Axl would do this just for 
him, just because he thinks he owes it to lzzy--. 


(He knows that Axl is trying, trying harder than he's ever tried before, and he doesn’t want to go back to the 
times when he felt like a thief in the night, stealing pieces of intimacy from him just because Axl wanted so much 
to make him happy. Axl is beffer now, sure, so much better than he's ever been, and he's still Izzy's angel, still the 
centre of his universe even af the fight and all those dark years but Izzy's not a stupid kid anymore. He doen't 


expect Axl fo be normal anymore, doesnt hope from him things he cant give, so please--please---) 


"Izzy, we've been dating for forty years That's longer than Superman and Lois Lane, and they're comic book 


characters that don't die" 


Axl rolls his eyes like he's the stupidest person in the planet, and then huffs because he's the poor bastard 
saddled with him. 


"That's--hum. Technically true" Izzy allows himself a sheepish grin "Shit. | ruined another Moment, didn't 1? How 


many so far?" 
"l'm used to it by now" Axl chuckles, but then becomes serious again ". So, do you want to?" 
‘lm for you and you're for me, remember?" Izzy grins "Of course | want to" 


Axl's expression of doubtful hopefulness is as heartbreaking now as it was when they were nine years old and 


little Jeff offered a little fairy a hand in friendship. 
"You mean it?" 
Izzy sets the ring box carefully on the end table, out of the way, but left it open so they could both still see 


the gold. "| mean it" He holds eye contact, to make sure Axl understands exactly how much. "I always meant it. 


Every time | asked, and every time | answered" 


"Even with -" Axl tips his chin at the forearm attached to the hand clasped tight with Izzy's, and all the 


criss-crossed scars that cover it and the nightmares they imply. "I'm still a mess, Stradlin." 

Izzy knows. 

He forgot, for a while, but now he knows again. And he'll never allow himself to forget. 

He uses his free hand to cradle Axl's cheek, leans in for a soft, sweet kiss. "You and me both, babe." 


Axl sighs. His eyes are still closed when he leans back against the couch cushions, relaxed at last. "So, you 


gonna take my name or what?" 
"What?" Izzy scoffs. "Izzy Rose? That's a porn actress name! No, Axe, you'll have to take mine." 


"Axl Stradlin” Axl's voice is flat with disapproval, but his ocean eyes sparkle when they open and the corners 
of his lips turn up. "You have got to be kidding me." 


Izzy does his best to look all innocence. "Well, a lot of the kids these days are hyphenating. You know, Stradlin- 


Rose." 

"Rose-Stradlin, you mean. Alphabetical order is so passé." 
"| like Stradlin-Rose." 

"You would" 


Axl pokes Izzy in the side for emphasis, and Izzy pokes back, and the discussion devolves into a poking match, 
which turns into tickling, which quickly becomes breathless, grinning kisses. 


Izzy nips at Axl's lip and fists a hand into red hair, and he keeps his eyes wide open; he doesn't want to miss a 
single instant. Maybe Axl thinks the same, because his eyelids flutter as the kisses slow and deepen, but they 
don't close. Axl kisses like all his prayers have been answered, and Izzy knows exactly how that feels. 

Later, as they sit curled into each other, Axl's head on Izzy's shoulder: "Why a wooden box?" 

Axl groans "Romantic gestures are really lost on you, aren't they? You suck, Stradlin’ 

Izzy's eyes widen "What didn't | get?" 

"Fuck you, you didn't get it" 

Comeon 

Axl sighs a put upon sigh. 

"You asked me to marry you inside a wooden crate once" Axl says, rolling his eyes. "Once upon a time." 

"Huh. That--actually sounds very memorable" Izzy mutters ". Why don't | remember that?" 


"| don't know. You and your selective memory’ 


Izzy hums "What did you say?" 


Axl finds Izzy's left hand with his own once more, curls their fingers together. 


"| said yes, Izz. The answer's always been yes." 


